12       BEYOND THE PALE OF THE RAILWAY
sympathy with the Turks, the old conquering race, who
once fully vindicated their hegemony. But their day is
now past: their natural force abated. And though they
still hold the tiller (thanks to the dissensions among their
crew) they have no longer the strength to keep the ship
under control. Their empire is too great for their shrunken
numbers to govern, and they find themselves choked by
the subject races with whom they have failed to assimilate.
On the third day after leaving Aleppo we reached the
banks of the Euphrates; here a broad and rapid river,
divided into three or four channels by a string of flat sandy
islets. The right bank, from which we descended, is formed
by a range of chalky hills breaking off into cliffs here and
there ; but the left bank is lower and flatter with an edging
of conglomerate rock; and under each bank is a wide
foreshore of greyish sand, which is of course all covered
whenever the river is high. Its waters must have been
singularly shrunken when Xenophon forded it at Thapsacus,
a hundred miles lower down, and found it no more than
breast deep; for here it is quite unfordable and can only
be crossed by ferries.
The ferry boats are big spoon-shaped craft with low
square bows and high pointed sterns. They are built of
very rough planking, which looks as if it could not possibly
be watertight, and some very vigorous caulking must have
been employed to attain that end. They arc steered by
a huge flimsy paddle, formed of two or three poles roughly
lashed together and pivoted upon the stern post; and what
motive power is required is supplied by an iron-shod punt-
pole. A crew of two men, one to steer and one to punt,
work these unwieldy arks from a small half-deck at the
stern.
Our carriage was backed into one of the boats over the
bows, to the accompaniment of an infinity of yelling, and
sundry mules and camels were disposed as packing round
the sides. Then away we drifted, broadside on, down the
rapid stream ; wriggled into a back eddy under the lee of
one of the islands; and eventually stranded safely about
half a mile down upon the further shore. The boats had to